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Ecuador seeks compensation for not drilling the oil beneath its rainforests, but 
elsewhere cash deals are emerging that are purely based on the value of the forests 
as providers of ‘environmental services’. Michael Gross checks the accounts.
Ransom for rainforestsThroughout history, mankind has 
regarded the wilderness as an 
unlimited resource that can be 
plundered for food, firewood, and 
expansion of arable land. While some 
island nations (including, as we have 
learned from recent news, Haiti) have 
already suffered dire consequences 
from deforestation, the consequences 
of the loss of wilderness on a global 
scale were only recognised late in the 
twentieth century, and both politics 
and the economy are still struggling to 
adapt to this challenge. 
Economists like Pavan Sukhdev, a 
Special Adviser to the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) and 
head of the study group addressing. 
The Economics of Ecosystems and 
Biodiversity (TEEB), have called 
on corporations and politicians to 
explicitly include the value of scarce 
natural resources, such as fisheries, 
coral reefs, and rainforests, in their 
balance sheets. 
Seen this way, preservation of 
natural resources no longer 
is a financial burden — it may 
turn out to be a very  
attractive investment.
Sukhdev says one should take into 
account the services that wild nature 
provides, for example, the rainforests 
in South America serving as a water 
pump irrigating the La Plata area and 
thus supporting the trillion-dollar 
cattle industry there. Seen this way, 
preservation of natural resources 
no longer is a financial burden — it 
may turn out to be a very attractive 
investment.
Delivering the annual Earthwatch 
lecture at Oxford’s Said Business 
School last month, Sukhdev pointed 
out that if land use changes were 
allowed to proceed following a 
‘business as usual’ model, the natural 
environment would lose an additional 
surface area the size of Australia by 2050. The cost of this loss to 
the global economy, according to 
Sukhdev’s calculations, would amount 
to between one and three trillion Euros per year, which is several times the 
losses the banks suffered during the 
recent financial crisis. 
So what is to be done? Ecuador, a 
poor country in financial terms, but 
the world’s richest in biodiversity, 
has already come forward with a 
suggestion of a new type of cash deal Bargaining: Regions of tropical rainforest in Ecuador and elsewhere are being used in a new 
economic and conservation development. (Photo: Kevin Schafer/Alamy.)
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The British government got into a 
bit of bother late last year over its 
relationship with scientific advisers 
after the home secretary, Alan 
Johnson, sacked David Nutt of 
Imperial College for criticising the 
classification of cannabis and ecstasy 
and for his views on the harmfulness 
of other drugs, such as alcohol. Many 
researchers were angered by the 
move and believe that advisers should 
be free to dissent from government 
policy, and ministers should give 
reasons when they reject advice. Draft 
guidelines were issued in December 
by Lord Drayson, the science minister, 
to reassure scientists who were 
concerned, but these have led to even 
greater concerns.
Several provisions have caused 
‘widespread alarm’ in the scientific 
community, the researchers said, in 
a letter to Lord Drayson and John 
Beddington, the chief scientific 
adviser. They say that these risk 
unsettling further good relationships 
between independent advisers and 
the government.
A demand that advisers should not 
act to undermine mutual trust is vague 
and impossible to assess objectively 
and could thus be used to justify 
further dismissals of scientists who 
take unhelpful positions, they say. They 
also object to the notion that advisers 
and ministers should work together to 
reach a shared position. The letter says 
this runs counter to the requirement 
that scientific assessment of evidence 
should be clearly separated from 
political pressure, which was a central 
recommendation of the Phillips Report 
on the BSE crisis.
The letter, which was submitted 
to a consultation on the draft new 
guidelines, has been signed by 
leading scientists including Colin 
Blakemore, the former chief executive 
of the Medical Research Council.
Lord Rees, president of the Royal 
Society, said that he had not signed 
the letter as he was mentioned in it, 
but agreed with its contents. “The 
idea of developing a shared position 
might blur the boundary between 
objective scientific advice and policy. 
It seems to go against what should be 
The British government is in danger 
of falling out with senior science 
advisers. Nigel Williams reports.
Leaning on adviceto save its rainforests from destruction. This idea was triggered by a very 
specific moral dilemma. The country’s 
largest oil find is located underneath 
the Yasuni National Park, home to a 
unique biodiversity and several Native 
American tribes living as hunter-
gatherers in isolation. Oil companies 
are lobbying the government in Quito 
for licences to start drilling, which 
would of course mean devastation of 
large areas of the National Park. 
Ecuador estimates that the oil 
reserves are worth some $6 billion, a 
windfall it cannot afford to miss out on. 
Therefore, the government is seeking 
to get the money from wealthy nations 
in exchange for a pledge to leave the 
oil in the ground. Recently, a German 
newspaper reported that Germany 
and other European countries may 
be willing to commit to pay a share 
of this sum into an international fund. 
Government sources have, however, 
insisted, that there is no firm deal yet. 
In January, the negotiations between 
Ecuador, the UN, and the potential 
donors stalled, as the Ecuadorian 
president Rafael Correa demanded 
more control for his government over 
the fund and threatened to let oil 
exploration go ahead. 
Ecuador estimates that the 
oil reserves are worth some 
$6 billion... Therefore, the 
 government is seeking to 
get the money from wealthy 
 nations in exchange for a 
pledge to leave the oil in the 
ground.
Guyana is another South American 
country that has woken up to the 
possibilities of financial rewards for 
forest preservation. In 2008, London-
based private equity firm Canopy 
Capital made an agreement with the 
state of Guyana to help preserve 
371,000 hectares of rainforest in the 
Iwokrama reserve. In exchange for 
funding research and conservation 
programmes, the company obtained 
the right to develop value for 
‘environmental services’ the rainforest 
provides, including climate regulation 
and carbon sequestration. In his recent 
lecture, Pavan Sukhdev commented 
that the deal may have looked crazy 
at the time, but is now increasingly 
regarded as a clever investment. Recently, Norway has pledged 
to pay a minimum of $30 million 
for Guyana’s rainforests under the 
international REDD+ plan. REDD is 
a UN-supported scheme aiming to 
Reduce Emissions from Deforestation 
and forest Degradation, widely 
regarded as the most successful of the 
issues discussed at the Copenhagen 
summit, and the ‘plus’ version of the 
scheme also incorporates sustainable 
forest management and reforestation. 
Further payouts from Norway, 
depending on Guyana’s success at 
maintaining its rainforests, could add 
up to a total of $250 million by 2015. 
Fixing the economics can fix 
the problems of a loss of wild 
nature. For this to happen, 
though, corporations and 
political leaders must learn to 
appreciate the real value of 
nature.
While Guyana has only suffered 
very moderate rates of deforestation 
so far, the country’s gold mining 
industry is seen as a threat to natural 
resources, as it tends to both clear 
vegetation and top soil, and to 
pollute the surroundings of mines 
with toxic substances including 
mercury and cyanide. As part of the 
deal with Norway, the government 
of Guyana has agreed to introduce 
tighter supervision of the gold mining 
industry, which consists mainly of 
small- and medium-sized businesses. 
Among the rich nations, Norway 
has recently emerged as a leader 
in such conservation deals, with 
other commitments made in Brazil, 
Tanzania, and in the Congo area. 
Reflecting on various success 
stories and disasters from the conflict 
zone between economic interests and 
the biosphere, Sukhdev answered the 
question that headlined his lecture: 
“Can economics save wild nature?” 
with a cautious positive. “Fixing the 
economics can fix the problems of a 
loss of wild nature,” he concludes. For 
this to happen, though, corporations 
and political leaders must learn to 
appreciate the real value of nature. 
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